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The Gendered Stomach in The Taming of the Shrew
Jan Purnis
In the horror film called The Killer Shrews (1959) mentioned by Leah Marcus in her essay appearing in this collection, the film's scientists use shrews in studies of population control, before, that is, the shrews become killer shrews. Shrews -and their stomachs -have also been the subject of considerable interest to real-life scientists studying what shrews eat, how female mammals respond to food-deprivation, and the mechanisms of vomiting (shrews are frequently used in studies of motion sickness).
1 The stomachs of the women described in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as "shrews," though, have not received any extensive critical attention; despite the starvation that is so often a central feature of "shrew" taming, the tongue has tended to be the body part most frequently discussed.
2 Focusing on Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew, but reading the play in the context of the anonymous The Taming of A Shrew and Lacy's Sauny the Scot, I argue that the stomach (in both its literal and figurative significations) is a central site through which hierarchies of power, particularly in the realm of gender, are established and reproduced. Michael Harrawood has recently analyzed Shakespeare's use of the word stomach in the Henry VI plays, but while he specifically addresses class and competitive relations among men, I address marital relations, relations which in the play and in early modern thought have political, economic, and religious implications. I concentrate on the stomachs of Katherina and Petruchio.
himself. The disciplining of shrewish women thus has parallels with the disciplining of other threats to the social order. At the time of The Shrew's composition, shrew was frequently used specifically to describe women who were "given to railing or scolding or other perverse or malignant behaviour" (n2. def. 3a), and the association between "shrews" and the devil continued in the demonization of women who challenged domestic and public order. "Shrews" were also known as "scolds," highlighting their verbal transgressiveness, which was for obvious reasons most often associated with the tongue. Lynda Boose has argued that attempts to control the disruptive behaviour of "scolds" included the use of, or threatened use of, "the strange instrument known as the 'scolds' bridle' or 'brank'" (144), and in her chapter here, Sandra Clarke points to several ballads in which husbands or physicians seeking a "remedy" for shrewishness make the tongue the target of their violence or blood-letting treatments.
Shrewish behaviour -including angry railing -was also, though, connected in important ways to the stomach. Linking behaviour to physiology, "shrews" were understood to have an excess of choler, the humour most often associated with the stomach. In Shakespeare's day, stomach could refer not only to the body's receptacle for food, but also to anger or ill-will, pride or stubbornness, and courage or bravery (OED), all of which were characteristics of choler. The qualities of choler -heat and dryness -were stereotypically masculine qualities since women were believed to have naturally colder temperatures and stomachs than men and to be more phlegmatic, or cold and moist. 3 In defending women, Owen Felltham affirms a physiological grounding in male and female behaviour, but questions the validity of double-standards. He writes:
'Tis certain, they [women] are by constitution colder than the boiling man: so by this, more temperate: 'tis heat that transports man to immoderation and fury: 'tis that, which hurries him to a savage and libidinous violence. Women are naturally the more modest: and modesty is the seat and dwelling place of virtue. Whence proceed the most abhorred villainies, but from a masculine and unblushing impudence? What a deal of sweetness do we find in a mild disposition? When a woman grows bold and daring, we dislike her, and say, "she is too like a man": yet in our selves, we magnify what we condemn in her. Is not this injustice? (289) In the section "Of Meekness" in The Ladies Calling, Richard Allestree urges that since women by nature have "less of fire and consequently of
